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‘Cheering on the Boys’: Female Sport Fans and Physical Education 
Victoria Gosling and Garry Crawford. 

This paper considers the location of women as fans and followers of sport and the consequences of this for the teaching of Physical Education (PE).  It argues that even though many women continue to be marginalised within sport fan communities, their increasing presence within these and interest in sport (both male and female participation) as fans and spectators may offer important implications for the teaching of PE.

Sport has always been closely associated with masculinity (Hargreaves 1982).  Organised sport ‘…was created in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century by and for White middle class men to bolster a sagging ideology of ‘natural superiority’ over women…’ (Dworkin and Messner 2002: 17) and has continued to constitute a male-dominated domain for both participants and supporters.  Moreover, women’s progression into this predominately male enclave has been very slow and difficult (Whelehan 2000).  As Wigmore (1996: 54) writes:

Prevailing societal attitudes still see women’s place as predominately in the private sphere of the home and men’s place in the public sphere of work.  Such attitudes spill over into the masculine arena of sport and impose constraints on women’s participation in sport, both in recreational activities and in competition.

Sport is then largely shaped by a ‘masculine hegemony’, which dictates female sport participation as ‘trivial’ and a ‘waste of time’ (Wigmore 1999).  This gender divide in sport has also been noted in many girls’ reluctance to participate in PE (Scraton 1995), which continues throughout the formative years of adolescence and into adulthood (Deem 1988 cited in Scraton 1995).  This marginalization of women in sport (both inside and outside of education) has led Scraton (1995) to suggest that women’s primary role in sport is as spectators and supporters; cheering on the boys.  As she writes ‘young women spectate, support and admire; they do not expect to participate’ (ibid.: 122).  
Our childhood provides the grounding for many of the sporting interests and patterns of participation (or lack of), which for most of us, continue throughout our lives.  However, it would be extremely naive to suggest that it is only our formal education, which shapes these formative interests.  In particular, Scraton (1995) has pointed to the important influences peer pressure has on female sport participation in, and outside of, school.  However, it is also wider social influences and pressures, such as media coverage of sport (see Cockburn 1999), role models and (of particular interest for this paper) sporting interests as fans, which play significant roles in shaping sporting interests and participation.  Therefore, any understanding of sporting interest and attempts to encourage pupils (especially girls) to get involved in sport needs to understand wider social influences and pressures.  
Women as Sport Fans

The study of female sport fans is an area still relatively marginal in sport studies.  Though sport fan culture has received considerable attention in the past few decades, it is still the case that very few studies pay any great attention to issues of gender (Jones and Lawrence 2000).  For instance, a sizable proportion of all research and publications on sport fans has focused upon (almost exclusively male) spectator violence (Clarke 1992).  

In recent decades, it has been suggested that there has been an increase in the numbers of women watching and following sport, such as soccer in the UK (for instance, see Coddington 1997, Woodhouse and Williams 1999).  Though, this assertion has been contested by others such as Malcolm et al. (2000) in relation to football, it is evident that many ‘imported
’ sports, such as ice hockey and basketball in the UK, attract female spectators in roughly equal proportions to men (Crawford 2001).

However, it is still male mass spectator sport that receives the vast majority of media attention in Britain (Wigmore 1996).  Female participation in organised sport has increased significantly in recent decades, however, this increase has not been proportionately reflected in coverage of female participation in sport in the mass media.  Moreover, Leath and Lumpkin (1992) suggest that female sport performers are still most likely to be depicted in ‘posed’ rather than ‘athletic’ shots in the mass media; further extending their objectification and sexualisation (Hargreaves 1994).

Furthermore, our research on British ice hockey fans suggests, that even though women may be attending certain sports in higher numbers, this does not necessarily mean that these women are accepted as a ‘legitimate’ part of that particular fan community.  However, we argue that by drawing on and utilising the fan interests that female pupils may have, could prove a beneficial way of encouraging girls to participate in sport (both inside and outside of school), which in turn may help legitimate their position as both participants and followers of sport.
The Case of British Ice Hockey

Women remain a minority at most mass spectator sports events, and particularly those dominated by male participation, such as rugby, soccer and cricket in the UK, and hence often see their position as legitimate followers of sport questioned by other (most often male) fans (Crawford 2003).  

In particular, it is evident from our research (involving thirty-seven interviews with both male and female followers of British ice hockey, conducted between 1997 and 2001) that women who did attend ice hockey were frequently attributed and cast (most commonly by male supporters) in one of two gender specific roles.  As either ‘supportive’ (e.g. ‘wife’, ‘partner’ or ‘mother’) to male partners and children, or as ‘frivolous young girls’, and this reinforces women’s position as on the peripheries of many sport fan communities.
First, as Day (1990) suggests, women’s sport spectating patterns are often closely tied to childcare responsibilities, and it is evident from interviews with male ice hockey fans, that many viewed women’s location and role within sport as fulfilling traditionally gender defined supportive roles as wives, girlfriends, mothers and carers.  For instance, ‘Harry’ (male, aged 37, personal communication June 1999) indicated that though he and his son frequently attended soccer together, ice hockey was something that his wife could also accompany them to.  This he highlighted was advantageous, as it meant that he did not ‘have to keep an eye on him [his son] so much’ and that this ‘gives me a chance to have a wonder round…look at the stuff going on and get a drink’, while his wife took care of their son (cited in Crawford and Gosling 2004, forthcoming).  

Second, many female (and especially younger) fans were often described by interviewees as ‘silly young girls’ (or similar), and were frequently viewed as not ‘serious enough’ in their patterns of support.  Such as the comments made by Paul (male, aged 40, personal communication June 1999) that ‘…they [young women] don’t even watch the game do they?  They’re just there for a laugh.  Not to really watch the game or anything proper like that’.

However, it is often the case that female supporters are just as dedicated in their patterns of support as men, and in many cases, more so.  For instance, Coddington (1997: 79) suggests that female football supporters ‘tend to take their footballing commitments very serious, precisely because they have a nagging feeling that they are on trial’.  Similarly, our research on ice hockey supporters (also see Crawford and Gosling 2004) found that many female interviewees were keen to express their knowledge of, and commitment to, the sport — often seeking to assert that they were ‘real fans’ and more knowledgeable than ‘the men’.  

Crawford (2003) has suggested that fan communities, like many other cultures, often involve processes of induction and progression into this group.  Individuals will often have to learn to fulfil the norms and requirements of a particular culture before they gain full admittance into this.  In particular, Crawford (2003) suggests that female fans are often excluded from progressing to any great level into many sport fan communities, as they are not seen as conforming to the masculine stereotypes of sport fan culture.  Moreover, sport has traditionally constituted a predominately male-only domain, which men frequently ‘create barriers’ to protect this from women (Whelehan 2000: 127).  Hence, even though women may be increasingly visible as fans of sport, it is evident that many continue to be marginalised within these fan communities and often remain at the periphery of these cultures.

Sport Fan Culture and Patterns of Participation
Sport, in patterns of both participation and spectating, continues to be a male dominated domain in which women frequently find themselves marginalised and their participation in this culture questioned by others.  Cockburn (1999) has shown how teenage girls’ magazines show sport as incompatible with femininity and heterosexual desirability, and moreover, our research has indicated that women continue to be marginalised within many sport fan communities.  However, the growing number of women watching and following sport (both male and female participation) is undeniable.  Even if we question whether or not more women are attending traditionally masculine sports such as football (see Malcolm et al. 2000), it is evident that more women are increasingly following sport through the mass media (see Woodhouse and Williams 1999) and attending other sports (such as ice hockey) in greater proportion (Crawford 2001).  For most people, and for most of the time, ‘sport’ is what they see on television, read about in newspapers and magazines and talk about with friends.  More than ever, women and young girls can be seen in streets all over Britain wearing the shirts of the football and rugby clubs that they follow.  Moreover, as cited earlier, Coddington (1997) suggests that many women are extremely dedicated in their patterns of support.  However, too frequently in schools girls are denied participation in the very sports (such as football and rugby) that they follow in their everyday lives.  It is these fan interests (be they in masculine sports or not) which may prove useful, if drawn on by PE teaching, in encouraging girls to participate in sport.
There is substantial evidence to suggest that fan interest can have a significant role in generating and shaping patterns of participation in sport, both for men and women (see Wann et al. 2001).  For instance, our research identified two women who took up playing ice hockey as a result of their interest as fans of the sport.  Such as the comments made by ‘Leslie’ (female, aged 17, personal communication June 1999):

Yeah, I play [ice] hockey now…not like a proper team in a league or…you know…I go to sessions at Altrincham and we’ve got a team there and I’ve made loads of new friends there…playing it’s really good, you get to understand the whole game loads better…

Though these are only two individuals from a sample of eighteen female interviewees, neither of these women currently played any other sport before taking up ice hockey, and moreover, their participation in this sport is made even more sigificnat by the particularly male dominated nature of ice hockey (Theberge 2002).  Hence, it is unlikely that these women would have participated in this sport (or even any sport) if it had not been for their interests in this as fans.

We suggest that using fan interests may be a valuable way of encouraging women to participate in sport, which in turn, may help legitimate their location within sport as both participants and spectators.  It is undeniable that sports such as men’s rugby and football generate a great deal of female support, especially at times of national or local successes or major international competitions.  However, it is frequently these sports that girls are restricted from predicating in schools, when enthusiasm for these could be used to encourage all pupils to play sport. 
Scraton (1995: 126) suggests that PE, as well as adult sport projects, should not be concerned with opening up equal access for women to male dominated sports, such as soccer and rugby, ‘for these are part of the same institutional relations of patriarchy (i.e. cults of masculinity) which produce young women’s sub-cultures and define/constrict young women’s opportunities’. She argues that PE needs to develop new programmes for women that are ‘geared towards assertiveness, confidence, health, fitness and challenge patriarchal definitions…’, and advocates activities such as dance, outdoor pursuits and self-defence for young women (ibid.).  

However, we see little evidence to suggest that sports and activities such as these are any less likely to be saturated with gendered and patriarchical patterns of behaviour and definitions of femininity and masculinity.  While we agree with Scraton’s assertion that many young women may need space away from men and boys to develop confidence, identity and their own interests, encouraging women to only pursue certain female-specific activities runs the risk of ‘ghettoising’ these and further marginalizing the cultural and social significance of women’s participation in sport.  

As Wigmore (1996: 57) points out, this is a ‘catch-22 situation’; if women (both inside and outside of education) compete in male-dominated sports, they continue to ‘promote dominant male values because sport is defined in these terms, yet not to compete tends to confirm the stereotype of women as lacking in those attributes of skill and power that the stereotype conveys’ (Bryson 1994: 61-62 cited in Wigmore 1996.).  Though it is important that women are allowed to develop their own spaces, challenging the male domination of sport also requires breaking down gender barriers in male dominated sports and professions.  
A significant example, and possible way forward, may be the recent rise in popularity of women’s participation in soccer in the USA.  Soccer in the US lacks the tradition and male domination of other sports such as baseball and American football, and it in the 1990s has seen female participation rise significantly.  This Hofacre (1994: 26) suggests, has allowed female supporters to attend this sport (in both its male and female participation forms) on a more ‘equal footing’ to men.  This would seem to suggest that women’s acceptance as ‘legitimate’ participants in a sport also sees their acceptance, much more readily, as fans and followers.  However, Hofacre provides no empirical evidence for this assertion, beyond the fact that a large proportion of women attend male soccer matches in the US, and it is evident that the female professional game in the US has had a unstable history (see Sugden 1994).

Hence, what is needed is more research and understanding of the role fan interests can have in stimulating both participation and women’s increased acceptance within sporting cultures.  It is also important that PE as a profession, likewise takes into consideration the important influence fan interests can have in encouraging (and discouraging) sport participation, and does not seek to narrow young women’s sport and recreational options.

Conclusion

Sport continues to be a largely male dominated activity, both in patterns of participation and support.  Though there is some evidence to suggest that women are now following and watching more sport than ever before, it is still the case that it is male participation that dominates media coverage of sport.  

Some ‘new’ sports, such as ice hockey in the UK, have given women the opportunity to attend these much more readily and easily than more traditional male dominated sports such as soccer and rugby.  However, we have argued that this does not necessarily mean that women have been accepted into these supporter cultures, and women continue to be perceived as there only to be either ‘supportive’ to male patters and children or as inauthentic in their patterns of support.

In this paper we argue that women’s marginalisation in sport will not be challenged by restricting their participation to certain types of sport and activities, and it is important that both researchers and educators increase their awareness of how fan interests can play a significant role in shaping interests in particular sports and may be an important mechanism for encouraging girls to participate in sport both inside and outside of education. 
It is important that the teaching of sport and PE takes into consideration the role wider social pressures have on shaping sporting interests.  Due to the vast over representation of male participation sports in the mass media, it is likely that it is these sports that many girls will have the most contact with, and are hence most likely to form fan interests in.  Though these sports are undoubtedly imbued with many male hegemonic values (see Wigmore 1999) it may be the case that using girls’ fan interest in sports, such as football and rugby, may be a useful way of getting women to participate in PE.  For instance, during many major sporting tournaments some schools will organise extra-curricula sporting activities for pupils, such as football competitions during the build up to the World Cup or European Championships.  Though too frequently these are seen as activities just for boys.  Major sporting competitions and successes of national and local teams, such as the England men winning the rugby world cup, and the associated press coverage these receive, can generate great interest in these sports for both boys and girls.  The interest of pupils in these, or even their day-to-day fan interest, could be more effectively used by teachers to encourage all pupils to participate in these sports, and women’s increasing levels of participation in these may in turn help undermine (to some degree) the gender stereotypes and barriers encountered within these sports.  
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� Both ice hockey and basketball have long, but largely marginal, histories in Britain, but it is only since their move into new sport arenas around Britain (primarily in the early 1990s), such as the Sheffield and Manchester arenas, which has seen a contemporary rise in popularity for these sports.
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